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A History of Mathematics fills a niche in the growing genre of history of mathematics textbooks.
In this eight-hundred-page text, author Jeff Suzuki takes us on a tour of what would be considered
elementary mathematics, from the ancient Babylonians to modern computer science, and most everything
in between. All the favorites are there: ancient number systems, Eratosthenes and the measurement
of the circumference of the Earth, Fibonacci and his rabbits, Fermat and his theorems. There are also
some forgotten gems, such as Hudde’s rule for finding the greatest common divisor of polynomials. In
short, this method uses substitution of the lower degree polynomial into the higher degree polynomial
to reduce the order. This is repeated until the variable can be solved for. Say x = a; then if a is a
solution to the last substitution, then x − a is the greatest common denominator. If not, then there is
no GCD.
Though the Introduction claims that the text only covers elementary mathematics, there is a surprising
amount of mathematics at what would be considered collegiate level: Galois theory, the Four Color
Problem, and the like. Along the way there is also a sprinkling of philosophy and ethnomathematics.
The format of the text is traditional. The material is organized chronologically, with most chapters
covering an era or a geographic region. Each chapter is broken into very short sections, each dealing
with a specific mathematician or topic. In general, each chapter starts with a very brief synopsis of
the history of the period and place. Each section likewise leads off with a short introduction to the
personalities and places relevant, and where needed, an introduction to the mathematics is given. Then
a theorem is stated, followed by the original proof (modified to some extent to accommodate a modern
reader). This is followed by several more theorems in the same vein (usually without the accompanying
proof), then examples, and finally exercises. For example, Section 6.6 is entitled “Apollonius’s Conics.”
Section 6.6.1 gives a half-page history of conics before Apollonius; Section 6.6.2 presents two definitions
from Apollonius discussing the generation of a conic surface and properties of the conics such as diameter
and vertex. Section 6.6.3 briefly presents Properties of Conic Sections by presenting four propositions
on the parabola and hyperbola. Each is followed by either a short (one to two paragraph) discussion or
a formal proof. The discussions here are very short, and it should be noted that the author numbers
his propositions as they appear in his text, not as they appear in the original sources. The section
concludes with 16 exercises, which ask students to discuss issues, translate into current notation, or
prove similar propositions. This whole section covers six and a half pages, including two pages of
exercises.
Where A History of Mathematics may fill a niche is as a resource for teachers. One can learn a large
amount of mathematics and many mathematical techniques from this book. The extensive examples
and exercises make it ideal for a course in the history of mathematics, or even for a general studies
mathematics course. The historical setting makes the mathematics interesting, while the level of the
presentation and exercises allows a lot of hands-on learning. This text would also be an excellent source
of problems for anyone teaching a history of mathematics course at any level.
The actual historical content, however, is slim. In the Introduction the author comments that the reader
will look over the shoulders of the great mathematicians and watch mathematics being created. I do not
think this promise is fulfilled. The shear breadth of material covered belies that possibility. The coverage,
though very broad, is fairly shallow. As stated above, the presentation is much more in the theorem–proof
style, and cultural and intellectual context is sorely lacking. Thus the “how” of mathematical discovery
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the field, Boyer, Cajori, Kline, and Smith, to name a few, more current sources are notably lacking from
the “Selected Bibliography.” Within the text, no references are given.
Overall, I believe this text would make a nice complement to the resources of those teaching in the
history of mathematics. It could provide a wonderful primary text for teacher education or mathematical
literacy courses. And as a source for problems, it would be a comprehensive and fun supplement to texts
that cover the theoretical, historical, and cultural issues in more depth.
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This new book on Egyptian mathematics is quite different from everything published so far on the
subject. Leaving out the tables and technical details of calculations, it concentrates on mathematical
problem texts and analyzes the algorithms found therein by means of a new method introduced by James
Ritter (1989). Imhausen refines the method slightly and uses it to analyze the solutions of all known
problem texts. The problems stem from the Rhind, Moscow, Lahun, and Berlin papyri and two ostraca.
All known Egyptian mathematical problem texts are collected and presented in a very useful Appendix
(pp. 193–363). Here the author transcribes the hieratic texts into hieroglyphic texts, transliterates them
into Egyptian, and translates them into German. The reproductions of the problems are clearly arranged,
and the author is very careful and accurate with respect to language and order in the original texts.
The book starts with an adequate historiography of old Egyptian mathematics and concludes with a
section in which Imhausen discusses the failures (or omissions) in earlier treatments of ancient Egyptian
mathematical texts. The author concludes that (1) by focusing on the mathematical content of the
problems, the structure of the texts has been neglected, and (2) the cultural framework of the mathematical
texts—including the administrative aspects of scribe training—has hardly been taken into account.
Imhausen divides the problems into three groups according to their content: problems for the
acquisition of basic mathematical techniques, mathematical exercises for administration, and calculation
of construction elements. Having proposed her classification of the different types of problems, she
embeds the groups of practical problems in their backgrounds. Each group is introduced by a discussion
of its connection to everyday life and practical skills, making use of a variety of sources (different types
of texts, iconographic evidence), along with questions of terminology.
The success of this approach is evident in comments on the Moscow papyrus, No. 23 (pp. 150–154).
From texts and pictures concerning the treatment of leather, two steps in the production of sandals become
apparent; the same steps can be identified in Problem 23, leading to a convincing interpretation.
